
7-

IT
BIBLICAL CHRONOLOGY

Vol. IV, No. 9-10 ‘James B. Jordan, 1992 Beptmct.,  1992

MEREDITH G. KLINE AND THE
MYTH OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

by James B. Jordan

As we go from Old Testament chronology to New
Tea@n@nt  chronology, it will be a good idea to examine

“-”’- a-deep=wate&  my#YfwF&-@chmdty  intwtwined with
Biblical Christianity. I have in mind the myth that there
is in the Bible such a thing as a collection of bmks
called the Old Testament, and another collection of
books catted the New Testament.

At one level, of course, we can say, “Obviously,
there are these two collections of books. Our Bibles
have them clearly marked off from one another.” Indeed,
some Bibles start the page numbering over with Mat-
thew chapter 1, putting it on a new “page 1.“

But that is not the matter we are addressing here.
Most Christians know that the chapter and verse divi-

~ sions in the Bible are not part of the inspired text of
Scripture. They were added later on to help people con-
veniently find things in the Bible, but they are not in-
spired and are not part of the text of God’s Word as
such. The same thing is true of the division between
Old Testament and New Testament. There is no Biblical
basis for making this division. There is nothing inside
the Bible to indicate that it should be divided into two
collections of books.

The word “testament” refers to a will, as in “last will
and testament.” Neither the Old Testament nor the New

— - Testament, nor -the EM&as a wkk&~—.-
The Biblical concept that has been confused with a tes-
tament is the concept of covenant. At the “Last Sup-
per,” Jesus inaugurated the Lord’s Supper as a memo-
rial (a way of reminding God) of the covenant. Because
this was His last meal, the covenant became confused
with a last will and testament; but there is no Biblical
basis for considering the covenant between God and
man to be a testament (as if God had died and left
everything to us!).

Well, then, perhaps we should speak of one collec-
tion of books as the Old Covenant and the other collec-
tion as the New Covenant. This might look at first glance
like a useful suggestion, but in fact it is most mislead-
ing. The Old Covenant is the arrangement into which
God created Adam. All men outside of Christ exist in

‘L old-covenant with God. Christians who apostatize from
the faith drop back into Adamic old-covenant with God.
The New Covenant, by way of mntraat, came into force

ration of the Old Covenant, and exists in Christ.
We can K@ this another way: There is only one cove-

nant, m- exists eterrtdty  a-kong+e  h&WWemw
of God. This covenant was applied to the First Adam,
who broke it and came under the judgment of alienation
from the covenant-tife of God. Breaking the covenant
meant failing to follow it through and come to the point
of transfiguration. This one mvenant was then reapplied
to the Last Adam, who kept it and arrived at the point
of transfiguration into glory. Those who are under the
Old Covenant are those who are living in the First Adam
and under the judgment of alienation from God. Those
who are under the New Covenant, whether by anticipa-
tion before Christ or in the fullness of times after Pente-
cost, are living in the Last Adam and under the bless-
ings of union with the covenant life and fellowship of the
Godhead.

The Okf Covenant is revealed and discussed in the
pages of both the “Old Testament” and the “New Testa-
ment,” particularly in the book of Hebrews. Similarly, the
New Covenant is revealed and discussed in the pages
of both “Testaments.” Thus, it would not seem to be
wise or Biblical to designate these two collections of
books by the terms Old and New Covenant.

“But wait! What about this idea: Before Christ the
~-a whofasxistedk-the @$&venmt. Tha prin-.
ciples of sacred geography, sacred calendar, and sacred
chronology (space, time, and priest) were in force. All
that changed with the coming of Christ. Thus, it is true
that the New Covenant is revealed during the Old Cove-
nant epoch, and it is true that the only way people were
saved in the Old Covenant epoch was by entering into
the New Covenant by anticipation. Aleo, the Old Cove-
nant is clearly revealed and discussed in the Pauline epis-
tles, and people who reject salvation in the New Cove-
nant epoch will be darnned in union with the Adamic Old
Covenant. That’s how we should think about it.”

I think that this is a true description of the content
of Biblical theol~y, but let’s be careful what conclusions
we draw from it. Shall we say that the “Old Testament”
describes the histo~ before Christ, and the “New Tes-
tament” describes history after ttfe implementation of the
New Covenant in Christ? If we say this, we get into
trouble.
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judgment of God). He observed the sacrifices, the festi-
vals, the sabbaths, the dietary laws, and the laws of
uncleanness (in each case in ways appropriate to His
status). Not until the resurrection of Jesus does the New
Covenant start to come into play as an historical epoch.

But even that qualification is not enough. The New
Covenant as an epoch does not really begin until the
Spirit is poured out on Pentecost. Yet, the Old Cove-
nant as an epoch does not end at this point. Rather, the
two epochs overlap until the Temple and its sacrifices
are brought to an end in A.D. 70. Accordingly, we see
Paul taking a Nazirite vow and offering sacrifices in the
Temple, and apparently there is nothing wrong vAth this
(Acts 18:18; 21 :23-24).  After the destruction of the Tem-
ple, it is no longer possible to take the Nazirite vow,
because its details can no longer be obeyed (Num. 6).

So, what would it mean to call the books written be-
tween A.D. 35 and A.D. 67 (or, as some would say,
A.D. 97) “the New Covenant”? It would only mean that
they were written in the period of time after the New
Covenant epoch had begun. This is not a very signifi-
cant notion.

Meredith G. Kline’s Assertions
Now, Meredith G. Kline disagrees. In an essay enti-

tled “Covenantal  Bible,” which is contained in his book
‘The Structure of Biblical  Authority (Eerdmans,  1975),
Kline asserts strongly that the “Old Testament” and the
“New Testament” (hereafter OT and NT, which we shall
use as neutral terms) are in fact two different covenant
documents and form two different. canons, or rules of
faith and life. To make this assertion stick, Kline has to
find some place in the Bible where the OT (or the NT)
is referred to as a collection of books rather than as
an arrangement between God and man.

He thinks he has found it in 2 Corinthians 3:14, “But
their minds were hardened; for until this very day at the
reading of the old covenant the same veil remains un-
Iifted, because it is removed in Christ.” Kline asserts that
this phrase “the old covenant” must refer to the books
of Moses, and by extension, to all the books written be-
fore Christ. Thus, he asserts, this verse refers to the
OT as a collection of books, which forms a covenant,
and thus forms a canon or rule of life (a different rule
of life from what we as Christians are to follow, since
we keep the NT as a canon.)

In order to interpret the verse this way, Kline has
to ignore the context, and also ignore the fact that no-
where else in Paul or in the Bible is the phrase “old
covenant” used this way. In 2 Corinthians 2-4, Paul is
discussing the effects of the revelation of God’s cove-
nant to man. To sinners, that revelation has a negative
effect. It provokes men to sin, so that they rebel further
against God (mmpare also Remans 7). It smells like
death to them, whether revealed by Moses or by Christ
or by Paul. When Moses brought the revelation down
from Mount Sinai, the unshielded tablets of the Ten
Words (the Biblical name for the so-called “Ten Com-
mandments”) blasted Israel because of her sin (Ex. 32).
Moses’ own face was shining, and Israel could not look
at him (Ex. 32-34). Thus, as a judgment against Israel,
and also for her protection, Moses hid his own face,

box, the three veils and the fou~covers  of the Taberna-
cle, etc.; Dt. 10:1-5).

Robert S. Rayburn argued forcefully and persua-
sively in his dissertation (which, sadly, is not generally _
available) that the phrase “old covenant” simply means
the apostate manifestation of the covenant between God u
and man. It is the mvenant with Adam in its fallen, curse
dimension. This, he shows, is what the phrase “old cove-
nant” consistently means in the NT. The “new covenant”
is the covenant in the Last Adam in its transfigured, glo-
rifying dimension.

In his view, and I believe a careful reading of 2
Corinthians 2-4 will bear him out, the “reading of the old
covenant” in 2 Corinthians 4:14 means the reading of
the history of Israel’s apostasy. It means the reading of
their sin and the judgment that same upon them. What
Paul actually refers to is Exodus-32-34, and I think that
this is probably what “reading the old covenant” refers
to. Paul is saying that the rebellious Israelites did not
learn anything from this revelation of judgment. Paul is
right: After several more trials, God finatty teft that gen-
eration to perish in the wilderness, because they dd not
learn and they did not repent. The same thing was
about to happen to the Israel of Paul’s day. Paul also
says, however, that any time someone repented and
turned to the Lord (Yahweh), the veil was lifted off from
his heart and he understood the true meaning of the
covenant (v. 16). Such people had learned rightly from
the “reading of the old covenant, the apostasy and judg-
ment of Israel.”

From all this it should be clear that Kline has little
footing for his position. In Kline’s view, the OT differs
from the NT in that the OT ministers judgment, while e
the NT ministers life. That is not the case. Paul is say-
ing right here that the NT ministers death to apostates.
Jesus said that He spoke in parables in order to veil
His teaching from apostates (Mt. 13:13-16). The mv~
nant came to Israel as God’s “Yes” of blessing, but it
turned to curse when”  Israel fell away. Identically, the
gospel comes in the NT as God’s “Yes” of blessing,
but the epistles are full of statements about rebels, apos-
tates, and those who are falling away. The only differ-
ence is that the covenant has now come in its fullness,
and the “Yes” of God is going to win out over the “no”
of man.

Thus, the “reading of the old covenant” does not
mean the reading of the OT, or even the reading of the
books of Moses. It means the reading of the apostasy
and judgment of Israel, probably Exodus 32-34.

Now, Kline goes on to present as a global argument
the notion that we find in the OT these five elements:
/aw (Exodus-Deuteronomy), history (Genesis, pati of Exo-
dus and Numbers, and the historical books), prophecy
(the prophets), praise (Psalter), and wisdom (Job, etc.).
He then tries to apply these five elements to the NT as
well. The problem is that he only can point to history
(Gospels and Acts) and prophecy (Epistles and Revela-
tion). He might mention James as wisdom, but what of
a book of law and a book of praise?

Well, to be sure, we can find these five elements in –

the OT and in the NT, in a general way. But we can
also find them all along the line. And here is where Kline



ing up to it. Then God gives Abraham laws. He also
prophesies the future to Abraham. Abraham prays to
God and praises Him. Abraham was a wise man.

Take the Mosaic Covenant. Genesis and Exodus
lead up to it, and the history in Numbers accompanies
it. Joshua, Judges, and Ruth follow it down. The law-
aspect is obvious. We find Moses uttering prophecy in
Deuteronomy 33. Moses authors praise in Exodus 15
and Deuteronomy 32. The law is actually full of wisdom,
especially in Deuteronomy, which resembles wisdom lit-
erature in many places.

For the purposes of this section of our essay, let’s
just call the Mosaic Covenant the “older covenant.”
These five books, with Joshua, formed the original “Old
Testament.” But then a new mvenant came about: the
Kingdom Covenant. There is history leading up to it in
Judges and Samuel. David gives new laws for its or-
ganization in 1 Chronicles. David utters prophecies.
David writes the Psalter. Solomon organizes the wis-
dom literature.

But then there k more hisfo~—delinea~g the de-
cline of the Kingdom Covenant (the book of Kings). And
afterwards we have a new covenant, the Restoration
Covenant. We find ita preliminary history in Daniel and
Ezekiel, the history of its implementation in Ezra-Ne-
hemiah, and the history of its decline in Malachi and in
the Gospels. There are new laws, found in the last chap-
ters of Ezekiel and in Nehemiah’s reorganization of the
nation. Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi utter prophecies.
And we find prayers of praise in Ezra-Nehemiah and
Daniel.

From this we see that there are a series of “Old
Testaments” in what we call the OT. Each time God
renews the covenant, there are new writings. What we
call the NT is simply the last of these, and the culmina-
tion of the series.

Each of these covenants had a canon for itself. In
the Noahic Covenant, all flesh might be eaten, but no
blood, and any clean animal might be sacrificed. With
the Abrahamic Covenant, the sacrifiaal  animals were lim-
ited. to five (Gen. 15). With the Mosaic Covenant, the
Israelites were given a restricted diet of flesh. Wfih the
Davidic Covenant, the house of God was reorganized

way was the way of legalism. The Jews invented the
notion of an oral law that God had given to Moses,
which had been passed down through the centuries and
which filled in the gaps in the written law. (One such
gap is seen in the law for the purification or sin offering.
We are told in Lwiticus 4 & 16 and Numbers 15 pre-
cisely which animal is to be brought by the high priest
when he sins, when his family sins, and when he leads
the nation in sin [a bull]. And we are told precisely which
animal the nation as a whole, a civil leader, and an ordi-
nary citizen is to bring for his own sin [he-goat in the
first two cases, she-goat or ewe in the last]. Nowhere
are we told which animal an ordinary priest is to bring
for his own sin. For a full discussion, write for Biblical
Horizons Nos. 29& 30 from Bib/ica/ Horizons, Box 1096,
Niceville, FL 32588.)

The other way of completing the Bible is the way
of typology and prophecy. Jesus said that the entire OT
pointed to Him. He repeatedly rebuked the disciples for
faifing to interpret the Bible typologicalfy and symboii-.—
cafly. For instance, w-e sp~ fhe leaven ot fhti
Pharisees, He had fo rebuke the disciples for thinking
He spoke of physical bread (Mt. 16:6-12).

The Jews eventually wrofe down fheir oral law, and
this is called the Mishnah. It is fhe completion of the
OT for legalists. Christ provided fhe NT fo complefe
what was lacking in fhe OT.

So the question is: Which is fhe true Bible? Is it the
OT plus the Mishnah, or the OT plus fhe NT? For us
the answer is clear: The tofal Bible is fhe OT plus fhe
NT. But whaf this means for us is fhaf the Bible is a
complete unif. It is not divided info two parts.

The Impact of the Myth
Kline’s error arises from long and erroneous tradi-

tions in the Church, traditions we need to call into ques-
tion. The Iifurgies of the Church fell us to have a lesson
from the Old Tesfament, and then an Epistle lesson and
a Gospel lesson. This tradition leads people fo believe
thaf we are dealing wifh fhe “61ble, Part 1” and fhe “Bi-
ble, Part 2.” If mighf be better to call the first lesson
(OT) “Prophecy” and the second (NT) “Fulf illmenf.”

Similarly, Calvin and others insisfed that Lord’s Day.
new ~ace bettveen

Priest and the ofher priests. Wifh the Remnanf  Cove-
nant (Elijah and Elisha), the people looked to prophets
instead of Levites as pastors. With fhe Restoration Cove-
nanf, Nehemiah led fhe people to reorganize fhe tax sys-
tem, and Zechariah puf the Davidic  crown upon fhe
head of the High Priesf (sending the line of Davidic  kings
underground until the time of Christ). (For an extended
discussion of fhis series of covenants and canons, see
James B. Jordan, Through New Eyes, available from
ICE.)

From fhis discussion, we can see fhaf Kline’s af-
tempt .to separate the Bible info two collections of books
and two canonical documenfs is groundless.

The Incompleteness of the “Old Testament”
The Bible is a unity. If was intended by God to be

a unity, and if was incomplete until it was finished. The
Jews realized fhis fully. They knew that whaf fhey had

ment,” and puf fhe- ex@sifion  of the “Old Testament”
at other times. This notion leads people to believe that
fhe OT has less fo do wifh Chrisf  fhan the NT.

Similarly, our seminaries have Departments of Old
Testamenf Studies and of New Testament Studies. We
have Old Tesfament Theology and New Testament The-
ology, built around fhe assumption that the two can be
studied in relative isolation from one another. The effect
of fhis has been that books on “New Testament Theol-
ogy” generally display a grave ignorance of the OT foun-
dations of the NT. If has also meant that the Hebrew
background of NT Greek has often been minimized.
(The NT is not really written in Koine Greek, but in He-
braized Koine Greek.)

We can speak of Biblical theology. We can speak
of the distinctive perspectives of Johannine theology, of
Pauline theology, of Mosaic theology. We can speak of
the disfincfive perspectives of individual books like Ro-
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For instance, if we clearly understood that holy bap-
tism is the fulfillment of the many sprinklings in Leviticus
and of the crossing of the Red Sea and of the Jordan
River, we would have no problem seeing that baptism
is by sprinkling and that it includes children (because
the children went through those rivers, too). By putting ,
a wall between the OT and the NT, and by reinforcing
this myth in the way we organize our preaching, semi-
naries, and theology texts, we obscure the teaching of
the Bible.

Another effect of this division of the Bible is that the
Psalter has become alienated from “New Testament”
Christians. They want to write new hymns, and this is
not wrong in itself, but their new hymns reflect their ig-
norance of the theology of the whole Bible. similarly,
the so-called “law of Moses” has come to be viewed
as something for “Old Testament” believers only. Also,
we see a proliferation of sects that claim to be “New
Testament Christians.”

All of these aberrations, and many more, arise from
the false notion that the Bibte consists of two collections
of books. “As a man thinks in his heart, so is he.”
Rather, we should see the Bible as one long story, a
seamless garment. We need to take out the page that
divides the OT from the NT, and stop using these terms.
We need to speak of the Bible and of particular books
and authors, but we should eliminate the terms “Old Tes-
tament” and “New Testament” from our vocabulary. 1
doubt if this is going to happen, but 1 think it would be

~,
a good thing if it did.

Application to Chronology
Books on Bi15iical chronology deal only with OT chro-

nology. They assume that there is an unbridgeable gap
in the text. of the Bible between the end of the OT ep- e
och and the beginning of the Gospel history. We have
seen that each time there is a seeming break in’ the
chronology, it comes at a time when the mvena@ is
renewed. We have also seen that each of these breaks
can be bridged by taking into account other information
provided in the text. (A complete set of bati issues of
Biblical Chronology can be ordered for $8.00 from Bib/i-
cal Horizons, Box 1096, Niceville, FL 32588.)

ft is true that we don’t have a chronology that takes
us from the time of Nehemiah to the time of Christ. But
we do have a way to bridge over that break, and that
way is the 70 weeks of prophetic years of Daniel 9.
Daniel 9 tells us that there will be 487 years from the
first year of Cyrus, as set out in the Bible, to the year
of Christ’s crucifixion. This bridge cannot be dearly dis-
cerned until we stop thinfdng of the Bibfe as consisting
of two different collections of books, and start tkinking
of it as one collection, one document.

l%ere is a mntinuous chronology from the creation
of the worfd to end of the apostolic age, just before the
destruction of Jerusalem. We shall continue our exami-
nation of that chronology in the next paper in this
series.
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